Delbert Philpott, Ph.D.

Bio hi ment

Dr. Philpott was born on September 24, 1923, in Loyal, Wisconsin. He earned his B.S. and M.A.
degrees in chemistry (1948 and 1949) at Indiana University and his Ph.D. in cytology at Boston
University (1963). During World War II his U.S. Army infantry unit was the first to link up with
the Russians at the Elbe River in 1945, a momentous event that signaled the end of the war. That
event continued to be meaningful in Dr. Philpott's career as a National Aeronautics and Space
Agency (NASA) scientist, when his historic WWII link with the Russians became the catalyst for
several endeavors involving cooperation between the Soviet and American space programs.

While at Indiana University Dr. Philpott learned electron microscopy techniques, and subsequently
(1949-1952) perfected them as a Research Associate at the University of Illinois Medical School.
In 1952 he became Head of the Electron Microscope Lab for Albert Szent-Gyorgyi's Institute for
Muscle Research at Woods Hole, Massachusetts, a position he held until 1963. He then became
Assistant Professor of Biochemistry at the University of Colorado Medical School, and then, in
1965-1966, Head of the Department of Electron Microscopy for the Institute of Biomedical
Research at Mercy Hospital in Denver, Colorado. In 1966 he became Head of the Electron
Microscopy Lab at NASA-Ames Research Center, Biomedical Research Division, Moffett Field,
California. Dr. Philpott has won numerous awards for his many contributions to the field of
electron microscopy and has been active as an officer and member of several professional societies.

Interview Synopsis

In this lively and anecdote-filled interview, Dr. Philpott describes daily life at Albert Szent-
Gyorgyi's Woods Hole laboratory from the years 1952-1963. As a year-round employee of Woods
Hole's only year-round (then) lab, and as the institution's expert on electron microscopy (a resource
whose use was sought by the entire facility), Dr. Philpott was in a unique position to observe the
rthythm of the small community's summer seasons and "off” seasons, especially the annual influx of
scientists for summer work. He also offers several insights into the organization and
administration of Woods Hole Marine Biological Laboratory in those years.

Through numerous examples, Dr. Philpott illustrates Albert Szent-Gyo6rgyi's unique outlook on
life, his sense of humor, his scientific acumen, and the various ways in which his assistance and
support inspired loyalty among those who worked with him. In the course of this recounting,

Dr. Philpott describes several scientists who visited Szent-Gyorgyi at Woods Hole or who worked
with him for varying periods of time in the 1950s and early 1960s. These descriptions include not
only the subjects of their research but also some of the informal parties and recreations that Szent-
Gyorgyi regarded as vital for morale as well as for the rejuvenation of creative thinking.
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As I mentioned, we'll get a conversation going here between the questions I have and the

points that you have prepared. Thanks for doing that, by the way.

Yes, sure.

Now, you were fourteen years old when Albert Szent-Gyorgyi won the Nobel Prize for his

work on ascorbic acid.

That's interesting.

And then when you were twenty-nine, in 1952, was when you moved to Woods Hole from

a position at the University of Illinois Medical School, where you were developing and

applying techniques of electron microscopy.

Right.

How did you learn of the position at Woods Hole? How did you come to be there?
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Oh, that's really interesting because I got a call from somebody that worked at another
school in Chicago, I'm sorry I've forgotten his name, and he said that he was in an electron
mic lab and needed to learn something about electron microscopy and understood I was
making some breakthroughs on sectioning, because we couldn't cut ultra thin sections yet.
They had techniques and could he come and learn a little something from me, so I said,

"Sure. n"

So he came over, and for a full day I raced around knocking myself out to teach him. Near
the end of the day he smiled and he says, "Well, actually, I know a lot of this stuff, but I got
a call from Dr. Albert Szent-Gyorgyi saying he's looking for an electron microscopist and
I've actually been interviewing you. [laughs] He said, "How would you like to work for
Dr. Szent-Gyorgyi in Woods Hole? I was standing there with my mouth hanging open,
thinking, "Hmmm, sounds like a pretty good idea." Prof wrote to me then and the reason
that I felt I just had to go and work for him is he, in the letter he hand-typed, there wasn't
room for the period at the end of the sentence, so he put the period at the beginning of the
line for the next sentence. Now, I all my life have looked for the little things people do
because it's the key to their true personality. When I saw that, I can remember saying, "Got

to work for him."

AK: Tell me why. What did that tell you?



Interview with Delbert E. Philpott, June 3, 2004 3

DP:

AK:

DP:

AK:

DP:

It told me about his personality, and that he was just a really straightforward, normal honest
guy with no pretense, but he was going to get to the point of really what he was doing. I
felt, "Boy, I've been at the University of Illinois for three years. It's all back- biting. People
are having heart attacks. If you make a change in a little book or something, and you don't
go properly through every channel, it's hell to pay for months and months." I said, "I just
couldn't believe that adults can behave the way that people have been behaving at this

university." Isaid, "It's got to be the life I'm looking for."
Okay. Had you known of Szent-Gyorgyi before this?
Oh, yes.

How so? Through what?

Well, the fact that he won the Nobel Prize in chemistry. I actually—because I did not have
a Ph.D—I left with a Master's dégree from the University of Indiana, with the idea that I
could be a big fish in a little pond if we could break through on ultra thin sectioning. I
always believed anything the mind can think of, the body can do. Therefore, it can be done,
even though the Chairman of the Department of Chemistry at IU called me in when he
found out what I was going to do, and bawled me out. He says, "You're an idiot, you know,
for doing this. In two years that microscope will disappear. It will be obsolete. It will be

gone. You will have thrown away a promising chemistry career.” Nothing made me more


















































































































































































































